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The University of Arkansas was 

founded in 1871 as the flagship institution of higher 
education for the state of Arkansas. Established as a 
land grant university, its mandate was threefold: to teach students, conduct research, and perform 
service and outreach. 



The College of Education and Health Professions established the Department of Education 
Reform in 2005. The department’s mission is to advance education and economic development 
by focusing on the improvement of academic achievement in elementary and secondary schools. 
It conducts research and demonstration projects in five primary areas of reform: teacher quality, 
leadership, policy, accountability, and school choice. 

The School Choice Demonstration Project (SCDP), based within the Department of Education 
Reform, is an education research center devoted to the non-partisan study of the effects of school 
choice policy and is staffed by leading school choice researchers and scholars. Led by Dr. Patrick 
J. Wolf, Professor of Education Reform and Endowed 21st Century Chair in School Choice, 
SCDP’s national team of researchers, institutional research partners and staff are devoted to the 
rigorous evaluation of school choice programs and other school improvement efforts across the 
country. The SCDP is committed to raising and advancing the public’s understanding of the 
strengths and limitations of school choice policies and programs by conducting comprehensive 
research on what happens to students, families, schools and communities when more parents are 
allowed to choose their child’s school. 
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The Comprehensive Longitudinal Evaluation of the 
Milwaukee Parental Choice Program: Summary of Fourth Year Reports 

The eyes of the nation were on the state of Wisconsin, as Republican policymakers locked horns with the 
teachers union over reforms. The Republicans needed just one Democrat to break ranks in order for them to 
pass far-reaching policy changes. They finally got their wish when Representative Annette “Polly” Williams 
(D, Milwaukee) came over to their side. Surprised? That’s because the year was 1990, not 2011, and the far- 
reaching policy reform was the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program (MPCP). 

The state of Wisconsin is no stranger to political conflict over education policy. A good example of that is 
the MPCP, also called the Choice program, which was the first urban private school voucher initiative in the 
country when it was established 21 years ago. Today the program allows over 20,000 low-income Milwaukee 
students to attend one of 111 different schools on 115 campuses with the assistance of a government voucher 
worth up to $6,442. Since Wisconsin took the lead, 10 other school voucher programs have sprung up in 
Colorado, 1 Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Ohio (three different programs), Oklahoma, Utah, and Washington, 

DC. Nine other programs, in Arizona (three programs), Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Iowa, Pennsylvania, and 
Rhode Island, finance voucher-like private school scholarships through individual and corporate tax credits. 
Collectively, these 20 private school choice programs enroll 190,811 students at a total cost to the government of 
$714 million or an average of $3,742 per voucher student per year. 2 New voucher or voucher-type programs are 
under serious consideration in Arkansas, Indiana, Massachusetts, New Jersey, and Texas. Meanwhile, Wisconsin 
Governor Scott Walker has proposed various changes to the MPCP that likely would result in an acceleration of 
its continued expansion. 



1 On March 17, 2011, the school board of Douglas County, Colorado, voted unanimously to finance a private school 
voucher program for up to 500 county students, making Douglas County the latest jurisdiction to launch a voucher 
program and the first one to do so on the initiative of a publicly-elected school board, http://www.denverpost.com/news/ 
ci_1 7623486. 

2 Andrew Campanella, Malcom Glenn, and Lauren Perry, Hope for America’s Children: School Choice Yearbook 2010-11 
(Washington, DC: Alliance for School Choice, 2011). 
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The MPCP is far from the only instrument for school choice in Milwaukee. A total of 5 1 public charter 
schools operate within the city’s boundaries, enrolling 16,242 students last year. Sixteen of the charter schools 
with 5,857 students are independent of the Milwaukee Public School (MPS) District. 3 Even students in MPS 
have a variety of magnet, community, open enrollment, and even inter- district school choice options available to 
them, so long as transportation funding is available. When one thinks of school choice in America, one thinks 
of Milwaukee. 



Milwaukee’s extensive array of school choice programs, and regular efforts to “tinker” with them, makes it 
a place of great interest to educational researchers. Is the voucher program improving educational outcomes 
for children? Are independent charter schools delivering on their promise to boost student achievement? Is 
the competition that is induced by school choice resulting in effective public and private schools thriving 
and ineffective ones closing down? These are just some of the important questions that lure evaluators to the 
western shore of Lake Michigan. 

In 2006 Wisconsin policymakers identified the School Choice Demonstration Project (SCDP) as the 
organization to help answer lingering questions about the effects of the MPCP. 4 The SCDP is a national 
research organization, based in the University of Arkansas’ Department of Education Reform, dedicated 
to the comprehensive, objective and nonpartisan evaluation of school choice programs. Researchers of the 
SCDP led the recently completed evaluation of the nation’s first federally -funded school voucher initiative, the 
Opportunity Scholarship Program in Washington, DC. 5 

The veteran leadership of the SCDP’s Milwaukee evaluation - Principal Investigator Patrick J. Wolf and Co- 
Principal Investigators Jay P. Greene and John F. Witte - have led or participated in nearly every major field 
study of school vouchers in the U.S., from Charlotte to New York, the District of Columbia to Milwaukee. 

We are drawn together for this project by the opportunity to examine how the mature MPCP affects students, 
parents, taxpayers, schools and communities of the city and state. Our shared commitment is to carefully and 
faithfully follow the evidence, wherever it leads. 



3 Tony Evers, Brian Pahnke, Robert Soldner, Margaret McMurray, Barry Golden, Latoya Holiday, Jackie Abel, and Julie 
Blaney, Wisconsin Charter Schools Yearbook 2009-2010, Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, September 
2009, http://dpi.wi.gov/sms/pdf/2009-10yearbook.pdf; Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, Data Management 
and Reporting Team, Public Enrollment by District by School by Gender, 2009-2010, September 2009, http://dpi. state. 
wi.us/lbstat/pubdata2.html. 

4 Wisconsin 2005 Act 125, enacted on March 10, 2006, which primarily modified Wisconsin Laws 119.23. 

5 See the reports at http://www.uaedreform.org/SCDP/DC_Research.html 
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This project has been funded by a diverse set of philanthropies including the Annie E. Casey, Joyce, Kern 
Family, Lynde and Harry Bradley, Robertson, and Walton Family foundations. We thank them for their 
generous support and acknowledge that the actual content of our reports is solely the responsibility of the 
authors and does not necessarily reflect any official positions of the various funding organizations or research 
institutions involved. We also express our gratitude to officials at the MPS, the private schools in the MPCP, 
and the state Department of Public Instruction for willing cooperation, advice, and assistance. 6 



Summary of What We Have Learned About School Choice in Milwaukee 



Thus far our research has generated a pattern of school choice results that range from neutral (no significant 
difference) to strongly positive. Although we have examined virtually every possible way that school choice 
could systematically affect people, schools, and neighborhoods in Milwaukee, we have found no evidence of any 
harmful effects of choice. Our major findings to date are: 

• The MPCP remains popular among Milwaukee families, as evidenced by consistent and at times dramatic 
growth in MPCP enrollments over the past 12 years. 

• The Choice program saves the government money — nearly $52 million in fiscal year 2011 — although 
not all types of Wisconsin taxpayers benefit from the savings. 



• Both the MPCP and the MPS have succeeded in denying public funds to, or closing, a substantial 
number of low-performing schools over the past four years. 

• Attending a private high school through the MPCP increases the likelihood of a student graduating from 
high school and enrolling in college. 

• Students in the MPCP appear to be performing at lower levels than MPS students in the younger grades 
but somewhat higher levels than MPS students in the older grades. When similar MPCP and MPS 



6 We are grateful to Mario Crandall at Remedy Creative for his skilled graphical design of the reports. We also recognize 
the guidance and assistance of the largest, most balanced expert Research Advisory Board ever to oversee a school 
choice evaluation. Our thanks to David E. Campbell, University of Notre Dame; Anneliese Dickman, Milwaukee 
Public Policy Forum; David Figlio, Northwestern University; Laura Hamilton, RAND; Jeffrey Henig, Teachers College; 
Frederick Hess, AEI; Tom Loveless, The Brookings Institution; Thomas Nechyba, Duke University; Paul E. Peterson, 
Harvard University; Andy Rotherham, Bellwether Education Partners; and Robert K. Yin, COSMOS Corporation. Their 
contributions of information and advice have been all to the good. Any remaining flaws are solely the responsibility of 
the researchers. 
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students are tracked carefully over time, however, their rates of achievement growth are statistically 
similar after three years. 



• MPS students themselves are performing at somewhat higher levels as a result of competitive 
pressure from the school voucher program. 

• The MPCP has had no discernible effect on the racial segregation of schools or housing costs across 
neighborhoods. 



• Independent public charter schools are generating significantly higher rates of achievement growth 
for their students compared to similar students in MPS. 



Finding 1: The MPCP Continues to Grow 

The opportunity to select a private school through the voucher program continues to grow in popularity. 
The MPCP remained a small pilot program during its first eight years of operation, due to a strict 
enrollment cap and prohibition against the participation of religious schools, which tend to be popular 
with inner-city parents. After the enrollment cap was raised from 1 percent to 15 percent of Milwaukee 
K-12 students and the courts ruled that religious schools could participate in the program, the MPCP 
expanded dramatically, doubling in size 11 times between 1997-98 and 2006-07 (Figure 1). Enrollments 
have continued to grow throughout the four years of our evaluation, increasing by 18 percent from 17,749 
students during the 2006-07 school year to 20,899 students in 2009-10. 

Over that same four-year period the number of different private schools participating in the program 
declined from 120 to 111. The drop in the number of schools was especially steep from 2008-09 to 
2009-10, a net loss of 16 schools. The 2009 school year brought a new set of accountability regulations 
for schools in the MPCP as well as a maximum voucher value of $6,442 which was 2.5 percent lower 
than the previous ceiling. The new regulations included a requirement that MPCP schools administer the 
state test — the Wisconsin Knowledge and Concepts Exam (WKCE) — to all of their voucher students 
in grades 3-8 and 10. Previously they were only required to test students in grades 4, 8, and 10 and could 
choose which standardized test to administer. The Choice schools also faced new requirements to adopt 
formal standards for student graduation and promotion, implement curricula standards in most subject 
areas, and verify that all of their teachers and administrators have degrees from accredited colleges and 
universities. We cannot be certain if these new regulations, the lower voucher value, both, or some other 
factors led to the drop in the number of participating schools. All we can say for sure is that the MPCP 
enrolls more students in fewer participating private schools than was the case a year ago. 
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Figure 1. Counts of Students and Schools Participating in the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program, 

1990-1991 through 2009-10 
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Source: Data obtained from the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction. 
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Finding 2: The MPCP Saves Money 

Careful research by school finance expert Robert Costrell has confirmed that the state of Wisconsin saves 
a substantial amount of public money due to the operation of the Choice program. 7 The fiscal impact of the 
program on the state is a function of four basic elements: the size of the state per-pupil revenue limit paid when 
a student attends MPS, the maximum value of the voucher, the number of voucher students, and the proportion 
of those students who would have attended private school in the absence of the voucher program. Since the 
per-pupil revenue limit has always exceeded the maximum voucher value, 8 MPCP enrollment has grown, and 
experimental research indicates that no more than 10 percent of low-income urban students attend private 
schools without the assistance of a voucher, Costrell has estimated that the MPCP has saved the state over $37 
million in Fiscal Year (FY) 2009, nearly $47 million in FY 2010, and nearly $52 million in FY 2011. 

Due to remaining quirks in the funding formulas, however, only certain types of taxpayers share in the benefits 
from the MPCP cost savings. Payers of Wisconsin sales and income taxes all benefit, as do property taxpayers 
outside of the city of Milwaukee. Milwaukee property taxpayers continue to suffer a fiscal penalty from the 
operation of the program that could be corrected based on approaches recommended by Costrell. 



Finding 3: Both the MPCP and MPS have been Shedding Low-Performing Schools 

The entry and exit of institutions is a critical feature of a functioning market. In annual descriptive reports on 
participating schools, Brian Kisida and his colleagues have confirmed that substantial numbers of Milwaukee 
schools are no longer operating at public expense. Crucially, both the MPCP and the MPS schools that have 
been denied funds or closed tend to be low-performing. 9 Since we began our study in 2006-07, 35 private 



7 Robert M. Costrell, The Fiscal Impact of the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program: 2010-2011 Update and Policy 
Options, SCDP Milwaukee Evaluation Report #22, University of Arkansas, December 2010, http://www.uark.edu/ua/ 
der/SCDP/Milwaukee_Eval/Report_22.pdf; Robert M. Costrell, The Fiscal Impact of the Milwaukee Parental Choice 
Program: 2009 Update, SCDP Milwaukee Evaluation Report #7, University of Arkansas, March 2009, http://www.uark. 
edu/ua/der/SCDP/Milwaukee_Eval/Report_07.pdf; Robert M. Costrell, The Fiscal Impact of the Milwaukee Parental 
Choice Program in Milwaukee and Wisconsin, 1993-2008, SCDP Milwaukee Evaluation Report #2, University of 
Arkansas, February 2008, http://www.uark.edu/ua/der/SCDP/Milwaukee_Eval/Report_02.pdf. 

8 Over the past three fiscal years the revenue limit has exceeded the voucher maximum by $2,855 to $3,571. 

9 On this specific point, see Brian Kisida, Laura I. Jensen, and Patrick J. Wolf, Milwaukee Parental Choice Program: 
Descriptive Report on Participating Schools, 2009-10, SCDP Milwaukee Evaluation Report #27, University of Arkansas, 
March 2011; and, Brian Kisida, Laura I. Jensen, and Patrick J. Wolf, Milwaukee Parental Choice Program: Descriptive 
Report on Participating Schools, 2008-09, SCDP Milwaukee Evaluation Report #1 7, University of Arkansas, April 2010. 
Both reports are available at http://www.uark.edu/ua/der/SCDP/Milwaukee_Research.html. 
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